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Introduction 
 The novel coronavirus pandemic has seen its impact over all parts of the world. Since its 
initial reported outbreak in Wuhan, China, in December 2019, the virus quickly spread and 
became a global outbreak, resulting in the World Health Organization (WHO) declaring it a 
pandemic in March 2020. Since then, social distancing has been encouraged to prevent the 
spread of the disease, as well as mask-wearing and active hygiene to keep individuals safe. So 
far, there has been over 17 million confirmed coronavirus cases in the United States, and over 
300,000 deaths reported. Most recently, a vaccine has been approved by the Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA), and cases of vaccines are actively being distributed throughout the 
United States. However, there is still a long way to go until there is any return to “normalcy,” or 
however that may be interpreted. Among many institutions in the United States, religious 
organizations have had to face challenges on how to operate during the pandemic. In this paper, I 
focus on how congregations affiliated with the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA) 
have functioned during the pandemic, and what it means to do Church during a time of crisis. 
The ELCA is the mainline denomination for the Lutheran religion in the United States. 
The ELCA was formed in 1988 after the merge of three Lutheran denominations — The 
American Lutheran Church, the Association of Evangelical Lutheran Churches, and the Lutheran 
Church in America (“History”). The Lutheran religion stems from German theologian Martin 
Luther, most notable for his contribution to the Protestant reformation in the 16th century. Luther 
believed that salvation was accomplished through faith rather than deeds, as documented in the 
bible, “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the 
gift of God —" (New Revised Standard Version, 2009, Ephesians 2:8). Today, Lutheranism is 
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practiced all over the world, but in this paper, I am focusing on ELCA churches in the 
Southeastern Pennsylvania region. 
The ELCA’s mission statement is “Together in Jesus Christ we are freed by grace to live 
faithfully, witness boldly and serve joyfully,” and their values lie in the following beliefs: 
forgiveness and reconciliation, dignity, compassion and justice, inclusion and diversity, courage 
and openness to change, and faithful stewardship of God’s creation and gifts (“Mission and 
Vision”). The mission statement and values guide individual congregations affiliated with the 
ELCA on how to lead their congregations through different ministries such as worship, learning, 
support, service, and witness. Since the pandemic began, many churches have had to quickly 
transition to alternative forms of worship to protect the health and safety of their congregations. 
Much like the congregations I worked with that needed to quickly find a way to provide worship 
remotely, I had to quickly change my initial research topic. Originally, I proposed an 
ethnographic research project that focused on two churches in the Ithaca area — a 
nondenominational church set in a rural community outside of the town of Ithaca and an ELCA-
affiliated church located in the town of Ithaca. I was going to do a participant observation with 
these churches, as well as interview the congregants, but because of the pandemic, I had to 
change my proposed research topic. I decided to focus on how churches have transitioned to 
alternative worship during the coronavirus pandemic and the result of those transitions through a 
series of interviews over Zoom. 
This paper draws on ethnographic interviews from eight pastors of ELCA churches in the 
Southeastern Pennsylvania region and their testimonies to how they have been experiencing 
Church during the pandemic. By referencing these interviews, I examine the following points: 
how during in-person worship, before the pandemic, Holy Communion was the essential 
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communitas feature during worship, how the transition to online worship challenges the in-
person communitas experience, and how a new form of communitas emerges from the absence 
of in-person worship and change in the church’s structural system. In this paper, I argue how the 
“old” form of communitas parallels the transitional process churches are going through now, and 
how a new version of communitas is developed through this process. 
 
Holy Communion as communitas 
One of the most essential features of communitas in church is the sacrament, also known 
as the Holy Communion. According to the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA), 
communion is a vital part of worship because this is when God’s presence is felt during word 
and sacrament (“Worship”). As stated on the ELCA’s website, “The word proclaimed and 
the sacraments —both Holy Baptism and Holy Communion — are called the means of grace,” 
(“Worship”). Although Turner would probably agree that the church itself is a structured, 
hierarchical system, the ritual of communion is one of liminality – of communitas. Communion 
can be categorized as normative communitas, which is a type of communitas that occurs within a 
structured system (Turner 1969, 132). In the Lutheran religion, communion is also referred to as 
the sacramental union, which is the Lutheran theological doctrine of the Real Presence of the 
body and blood of Christ in the Christian Eucharist. The distribution of communion happens 
toward the end of a worship service, where bread and wine are consecrated by the pastor to serve 
to the congregation. The pastor says the Words of Institution before the bread and wine are 
served, typically in this manner: 
“On the night of his betrayal, the Lord Jesus took bread, and when he had given thanks, 
broke it, and said, ‘This is my body, given for you. Do this in remembrance of me.’ In the 
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same way also he took the cup, after supper, and said, ‘This cup is the new covenant in 
my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.’”  
These words reflect what Jesus said during the Last Supper to his disciples, the night before he 
was crucified. Remembrance is a crucial term said during the consecration. Themba E. Ngcobo, 
author of “The Holy Communion and African rituals: An encounter between African religion 
and Christianity,” explains how the word remembrance is rooted in the Greek word anamnaysis, 
meaning ‘anamnesis,’ which is the involvement of “the past but also the present and the future of 
our redemption. It is the community coming alive” (2020, 4). For the Lutheran religion, Christ 
died in the past for the salvation of people’s futures, and Lutherans remember him in the present 
during the communion ritual. The transformation of the bread and wine to the body and blood of 
Christ is communally shared by congregants when they are presented with this meal and are 
invited to eat at the altar table. This is the theology of the Lutheran communion, which is why 
communion is so important in worship services. 
According to The Use of the Means of Grace, the ELCA’s set of priorities for the 
practices and words of sacrament, “Practices of distributing and receiving Holy Communion 
reflect the unity of the Body of Christ and the dignity and new life of the baptized” (1997, 49). 
This sense of unity is best exemplified by the communal gathering at the altar table. In the 
Lutheran religion, all people are welcomed to Christ’s table, regardless if they have been 
baptized in the Lutheran church or not. This is because the Lutheran church practices eucharistic 
hospitality, which means that “all baptized person are welcomed to Communion when they are 
visiting in the congregations of this church” (ELCA 1997, 52). This provides opportunities for 
people outside of the Lutheran church to experience communitas, but because they are not 
formally part of the social structure of the Lutheran church, they may not experience the same 
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type of communitas as people within this structured system do. Instead of experiencing 
normative communitas, this allows people outside of the church to experience something more 
along ideological communitas. People who experience structural outsiderhood are likely to 
experience ideological communitas rather than normative communitas, although both are 
experienced in a structured setting (Turner 1969, 134). Ideological communitas describes the 
visible effects that the inward experience existential communitas creates (Turner 1969, 134). 
This means that despite someone not being a part of the Lutheran church’s structural system, 
communitas is still able to be experienced by an individual during Holy Communion, just in a 
different form than those associated with the religion. 
When the pastors I interviewed had to close their churches in March 2020, which was 
during the season of Lent, arguably the most holy season of the church year, there were questions 
and concerns raised by these pastors on how to distribute communion. Hailea explained to me 
that the last Sunday before lockdowns were announced, that  
“[Maynard G.] did the Eucharistic prayer and then we shuffled off really quick into the 
kitchen so that we could wash our hands so that we could give communion.”  
Once in-person gathering was prohibited, pastors had to decide on how to do communion. 
Maynard G. told me that he did not feel comfortable doing a virtual Eucharist and his 
congregation ended up having no form of communion in their virtual worship services. While 
Maynard G. did not elaborate on why he did not feel comfortable, there was discussion among 
Lutheran pastors about virtual communion not being biblically based. For Pastor S, the 
discussion about virtual communion not being biblically based applies to his reasoning to why he 
did not choose to do communion. He told me, 
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“The thing that led me to decide against having communion on Zoom was recognizing 
that not everybody would be able to participate equally, if we had the Lord’s Supper … 
in 1 Corinthians, Paul chastises the Corinthian community for having communion for 
celebrating the Lord’s Supper in a way that excluded some people. In that case, it was 
poor people who weren’t able to provide this lavish meal, and so all the rich members of 
the congregation got together and had this lavish meal, while the poor people who are 
working came in late … we decided as a congregation that kind of excluding people was 
problematic. And so, we wouldn’t, and some people don’t have the technology.” 
Pastor S was the only pastor who specifically explained how holding virtual communion was 
problematic and citing the bible for his reasoning. As mentioned earlier, the ELCA views 
communion as a place of eucharistic hospitality. Therefore, virtual communion does not uphold 
the principles of hospitality that takes place during in-person communion when congregation 
members do not have access to technology, which Pastor S explained. 
As mentioned above, most pastors I interviewed told me that they did not serve 
communion during virtual worship services. In in-person worship, some Lutheran congregations 
do not have communion during every Sunday worship service. Marie’s congregation was used to 
have communion once a month, and so the lack of communion when doing worship virtually did 
not seem to affect her congregation. Marie did not believe that her congregation’s relationship to 
communion was as “deep as some other people have.” She told me, “I think some other 
congregations that I’ve worked with would miss communion, they would miss the sacrament.” 
The varying degrees of communion importance could account for each individual congregations’ 
relationship with the level of communitas felt during the ritual. According to a study in the 
article, Cyber Communion: Finding God in the Little Box, congregation members of the Church 
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of Fools congregation in the United Kingdom were reported to have more of their spiritual needs 
fulfilled if they felt a strong sense of community in their church (Ostrowski 2006, 8). This 
creates the assumption that those happy with the level of community in the Church of Fools 
congregation are more likely to feel spiritually fulfilled online than those who expressed a lower 
degree of community bond (Ostrowski 2006, 8). The differing levels of community bond could 
attest to the differing levels of importance toward communion. This could be because of the 
amount of times communion is held, alluding that the more frequently communion is practiced, 
the greater importance it has. So, based on the frequency of communion, this can provide insight 
as to how strong of a sense communitas is experienced in a congregation.  
Compared to Marie’s congregation, some of Trinity’s congregants had expressed 
concerns about not being able to go to heaven if they had not been taking communion. Trinity’s 
congregation held communion every Sunday, and she said that there was a mentality in some of 
her congregants who believed that if they were not taking communion, they would go to Hell. 
Trinity told me that because of these congregants’ concerns, it took a while for her church to 
decide what to do about communion once they had to do worship virtually. These two 
contrasting congregational responses toward communion holds up to the idea that the more 
frequently communion is held in a congregation, the greater the communitas experience is 
associated with the ritual. Trinity told me that Lutheran churches in her synod were notified by 
the synod bishop on how to approach communion, and the bishop shared, according to Trinity, 
“we encourage you to stick with the service of word instead of … trying to do that online.” 
Trinity was the only pastor who explained to me what a higher-up leader has told pastors to do. 
However, there had been no direction from the ELCA leadership on how to approach 
communion. Therefore, many pastors I interviewed ultimately came to decisions involving 
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communion either independently or with the assistances of their congregation’s council 
members. Although there had been no straightforward direction from the ELCA on how to 
approach communion, this allowed for flexibility in individual congregations to focus on the 
direct communion needs of their congregation. With congregations’ varying degrees of 
importance attached to communion in mind, pastors are able to decide whether or not to 
implement a way to do communion virtually. 
Despite the level of community that was experienced during in-person worship, when 
doing worship virtually, it is hard to pinpoint on how communitas is being maintained without 
the collective comradery experienced during in-person communion. Virtual worship challenges 
how normative communitas is experienced in the church’s in-person structural system. This 
makes us question what form of communitas is being experienced when participating in virtual 
worship when the church structural system is being challenged. Virtual worship disrupts the 
normative communitas experience and opens the door for a new form of communitas to be 
experienced. However, how have new communitas forms arose during this transitional process 
from in-person to virtual worship? Here, I will explore how the “old” version of communitas 
(both normative and ideological) is being challenged and the processes taking place to imagine a 
new communitas experience while the structure of church begins to shift from old to new. 
 
Challenging Communitas 
By categorizing communion as an example of a thesis to church communitas, the 
pandemic challenges this thesis and creates an antithesis to church communitas. Church, being 
uprooted from its traditions of in-person worship and gathering, means that there is change 
occurring rapidly to church’s structural foundations. This rate of change and how this change is 
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experienced is both unique to the fact that there is a pandemic, but also pushes the inevitability of 
virtual worship. Communitas that was experienced through in-person communion is no longer 
being practiced as it was before the pandemic, and therefore communitas is beginning to change. 
Church communitas is being challenged by the pandemic, forcing congregations to find new 
ways of experiencing community. It is true to be said that the Holy Spirit in the Christian religion 
manifests itself in the everyday lives of its people, but how are the vital elements of communitas 
like togetherness, social bonds, and religious symbols maintained? Is it even possible to 
experience communitas without the physical presence of people? As mentioned earlier in this 
paper, the Holy Communion is the most essential element of in-person worship for congregants 
to experience communitas. However, now that there is no in-person communion occurring, 
congregations pose a challenge on how to maintain communitas. Church is in a time of 
transition, and the old version of communitas is no longer a part of it. What aspects of alternative 
worship show elements of new communitas? 
Gathering for worship has been forced to be reimagined in the Christian community since 
the coronavirus restrictions began. Most of the pastors I interviewed told me that they were 
providing some sort of online worship either through Zoom or through pre-recorded services 
uploaded to Facebook or YouTube. However, when doing worship virtually, it’s hard to estimate 
who is showing up. When doing prerecorded worship services, there is a disconnect between 
pastors and their congregants because there is no way of knowing who is showing up to worship 
service. Pastors are able to estimate how many people view the online service based on the view 
count of the video, but no way of telling who is attending. There are also congregation members 
who do not have access to the technology needed to view these online services, leaving out 
members of the congregation from worship, who might have been active churchgoers before the 
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pandemic. Maynard G. told me that when his congregation switched to Zoom worship services 
from pre-recorded services, it provided a greater sense of community during worship. However, 
he told me that by switching to Zoom they lost the ability for other people to connect because 
they cannot show up at the scheduled Zoom time when they could view the pre-recorded services 
at any time. 
 Based on Maynard G.’s experience with virtual worship, it seems that normative 
communitas is not being experienced. This makes sense, because normative communitas is 
experienced in structural forms. The original structure of church is not the same as it was since 
March 2020, so normative communitas cannot be experienced the same way as before. By using 
Zoom as a format of worship, Maynard G.’s testimony that this provides a greater sense of 
community is worth to be noted. Assumably this is because at least there is at least a virtual 
demonstration that individual people are present and knowingly worshiping together. When 
attempting to define these transitional processes these churches are experiencing, it is important 
to critique a bit of Turner’s work on communitas. Turner has a very binary approach to the 
properties of liminality and the status system. Some of the binary examples that he has pointed 
out include absence of rank/distinction of rank, absence of property/property, and 
totality/partiality (Turner 1969, 106). In the case of these churches’ transitional process from the 
old structural system to a new structural system, it is hard to refer to Turner on how he would 
describe this phenomenon, since there is much hybridity happening during this process.  
There is a noticeable detachment from the church’s old structural system, but there are 
efforts by pastors to somewhat keep the old structural system intact. Pastor S told me that he is 
not ready to give up in-person worship but understands the benefits of worshiping from home. 
The benefits of virtual worship have been acknowledged by many pastors that I interviewed. 
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People outside of their congregation are able to participate in worship. Trinity told me that 
people from outside the state of Pennsylvania have checked into her church’s worship services. 
She told me,  
“we’ve noticed that we have a lot of people … not in our area like somebody knows 
somebody from Minnesota, so they … check in and then somebody else knew somebody 
from Alaska, so they checked in. So, I think a lot of other people have kind of taken 
advantage of this and looking at other places.”  
When thinking about who is gathering for virtual worship, churches are introduced with this new 
phenomenon of inaccessibility and accessibility of worship based on the technological 
capabilities congregants have. Before having any sort of frequent virtual worship, only people 
physically close to their church were able to attend in-person worship service. When worship 
was transitioned to a virtual platform, this opened up the possibility for people who do not 
physically live near the area of certain churches to attend. However, people who live in the 
surrounding area of their church are not able to access their own congregation’s virtual worship 
due to technological restraints, or simply because they do not want to participate in virtual 
worship at all. Marie expressed to me how there are some congregation members who either 
refuse to use technology or don’t have access to technology. Marie told me,  
“we have a pretty loud, pretty solid core that doesn’t like technology … they don’t want 
to engage and it’s really frustrating because we’re doing what we can to be as faithful as 
we can to our community.”  
This exemplifies how Turner’s binary approach does not apply to how communitas widens and 
contracts in a transitional structure based on the inclusion and exclusion of congregants. To those 
who are excluded out of worship service, there is a stronger detachment from their 
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congregation’s community. The feeling of congregational detachment in virtual worship could be 
similar to those who experience a lack of attachment to communion, as written earlier. Those 
who are or become included in the worship service experience more community, but in a 
different way than those attending in-person worship services before the pandemic. Not only 
does Turner approach structure and communitas within the binary, but he does not write on how 
people who come together to partake in communal rituals may experience different forms of 
communitas due to the creation of third space.  
 Third space, as defined by Stewart M. Hoover and Nabil Echchaibi in their essay, “Media 
Theory and the ‘Third Spaces of Digital Religion,’” is not a physical location, but rather a 
conceptualized location (2014, 3). By referring to Mary Louise Pratt’s “contact zone” concept, 
Hoover and Echchaibi claim in their essay that 
“these spaces are not simply places where marginal subjects toy around with their 
peripheral individuality, but rather are sites where individuals use the technical capacities 
of the digital to imagine social and cultural configurations beyond existing binaries of the 
physical versus the virtual and the real versus the proximal religious experience” (2014, 
18). 
With this logic in mind, if third spaces transcend existing binaries of the physical and the virtual, 
it seems that a hybrid communitas can be experienced when entering a third space like online 
Church. This hybridity is the combination of those who attended their church’s in-person 
worship before the pandemic, and the inclusion of people outside of the local church community. 
Based on the idea that there is a communitas hybridity being experienced in during this time of 
transition and new experience of virtual worship, moving forward, I will define what type of 
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communitas is being experienced during the coronavirus pandemic and what will come about 
from that collective experience. 
 
Reimagining Communitas 
Although church is still in an ongoing transitional process, attention is drawn to 
reimagining how communitas is experienced in church as a result of this hybridity. It seems that 
many pastors will continue to offer online worship once the pandemic is over and in-person 
worship resumes, due to some of virtual worship’s accessible qualities that were mentioned 
earlier in this paper. After critiquing Turner on his binary approach to liminality and the status 
system, I refer back to Turner’s work on communitas to address how there is potential for a new 
form of communitas to be experienced. Communitas is maintained by the congregants, not the 
church’s structural system, and congregants have the opportunity to hold significant input in the 
direction of the new way of doing church. This could mean that there is a potential rebirth of the 
church structural system. 
The coronavirus pandemic has not only brought about change in structural systems like 
church, but it created a collective crisis that humans are experiencing as well. Bruce Kapferer 
writes in his article, “Crisis and communitas: Victor Turner and social process,” about Turner’s 
sense of structure/anti-structure (anti-structure being synonymous with communitas), saying that 
structure/anti-structure has “a life/death resonance, an endless cycling of renewal and decline and 
then rebirth full of new potential” (2019, 1). When considering something like a viral pandemic 
happening, impacting the lives of so many humans, turning to Turner’s work is helpful in 
understanding how humans respond to this. Kapferer writes, 
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“The fundamental underlying assumption regarding human being (a collective noun) that 
directs his approach is that human lived realities are continuously in process. Change is 
the given circumstance of human being (not stasis); crisis is its condition and the driving 
processive force” (2019, 1). 
For humans to be faced head-on with a crisis like the coronavirus pandemic, it seems inevitable 
that change will come, and the old, “normal” way of operating will no longer exist. These 
changes, of course, apply to every aspect of life, including religious institutions. 
Before beginning to think what church will be like once it is safe to open up its doors 
again, many pastors have had to think about when they would possibly even open up their church 
again. Some of the pastors I interviewed told me how they do not feel comfortable opening back 
up to full capacity until there is a vaccine produced and did not see any chances of reopening 
until 2021. Trinity told me,  
“We are not fully back in our sanctuary at full capacity until we have a vaccine, and  
that's really hard to say, and really hard [for other people to hear] to know that that's 
probably a strong reality for us.”  
Like Trinity explained, there are congregants are having trouble with worshiping remotely 
without the opportunity to worship in-person. There are more distractions than before, both 
tangible and intangible, like multitasking while viewing a service or having other things on the 
mind, like the pandemic itself. Pastor S spoke to this, saying,  
“I do think worship takes some attention. That's what worship is, you know, you're 
paying attention. And I think a lot of people aren't paying the kind of attention that needs 
to be paid in order to really reap the benefit of worship.”  
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Pastor S talked about how people are now able to multitask while participating in worship, and in 
his congregation’s case, is worshiping over Zoom. His concerns about these distractions provide 
insight to the notion of space in religious contexts. For centuries, Lutheran worship services in 
industrialized societies, like the United States, were held in designated church buildings — more 
specifically in the church sanctuary. Sanctuaries, by definition, are holy places for people to 
gather to worship. They are designed to be holy and to hold worship services, which provides a 
sense of togetherness and belonging. However, most congregants’ homes are not designed in the 
same way that sanctuaries are. Now, when faced with worshiping from the comfort of one’s 
home, congregants are responsible for creating holy space.  
Biblically speaking, holy space is originally fairly simple and easy to create — just two 
or more people gathered in Jesus’ name. In industrialized societies like the United States, with 
religion predominately being worshiped under a hierarchical system, the simplicity that holy 
space can be has been lost. However, due to the pandemic and larger incidences of more isolated 
worship, there is a revamp of biblically based holy spaces. This attests to how communitas is 
influenced by structural forms, and how holy space can be experienced differently in either a 
structure that is more hierarchical or more egalitarian. Creating holy space at home, with less 
people physically present to worship alongside of someone, challenges the industrialized 
religious system’s importance on the pilgrimage to church to worship with a larger group of 
people.  
Previously, normative communitas was the most present form of communitas being 
experienced, especially to Lutherans who worshipped regularly in-person. Now that humans are 
faced with crisis, we turn to Turner’s notion of spontaneous communitas and how that applies to 
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times of crises. Turner explains that spontaneous communitas is not something that can be 
experienced in a structural form. He writes, 
“[spontaneous communitas] may arise unpredictably at any time between human beings 
who are institutionally reckoned or defined as members of any or all kinds of social 
groupings, or of none” (Turner 1969, 137). 
He writes further on how spontaneous communitas arises during “intervals between 
incumbencies of social positions and statuses” (Turner 1969, 138). He even mentions how 
religious institutions attempt to prepare for the coming of spontaneous communitas (Turner 
1969, 138), however, Turner seems to be referencing, at least in the Christian religion, the 
apocalypse. The coronavirus pandemic, however, can be seen as a metaphor of the apocalypse 
that is mentioned in the bible. Rather than an ending to humanity, the pandemic is showing a 




Because the coronavirus pandemic is still actively present in the United States, only 
predictions can be made about the future when the pandemic is no longer at the forefront. 
Despite the upheaval that the pandemic brought, there is optimism to be considered. While the 
pandemic has accelerated changes to the Church structural system, it’s not a stretch to say that 
these changes were to happen anyway. In the moment, the future of church may feel uncertain, 
but afterward it might just be the upheaval that was necessary for the church to get where it 
needed to be to survive in our increasingly digitized world, where third space is becoming more 
prevalent in industrialized societies. Communitas, although different from what congregants 
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experienced during in-person worship, is still able to be maintained, just in a different form than 
before. With the ongoing change of church’s structural system, a new form of communitas has 
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